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Abstract

This study examines the key challenges and emerging best practices in field experiments, with a particular focus on
external validity, ethical concerns, and collaboration with firms. The findings reveal that external validity remains a
major limitation, as many studies are context-dependent and confined to single firms or markets, reducing
generalizability. Ethical issues, including lack of informed consent and heightened privacy risks in digital
environments, emerge as the most critical concern, highlighting the need for stronger ethical frameworks and greater
transparency. Collaboration with firms offers valuable opportunities but is often constrained by organizational
resistance, data access limitations, and misaligned objectives. The analysis also identifies a gap between the severity
of these challenges and the current level of best practice adoption. However, emerging approaches such as multi-site
experimentation, transparent ethical protocols, and structured collaboration agreements show promise in addressing
these issues. In addition, insights from measurement invariance research emphasize the importance of
methodological rigor and improved reporting standards. Overall, the study proposes an integrated framework that
balances methodological rigor, ethical responsibility, and practical feasibility. These findings provide actionable
guidelines for researchers and practitioners to conduct more reliable, ethical, and impactful field experiments in
marketing.

Keywords: Field experiments; external validity; ethical considerations; measurement invariance, research
collaboration

INTRODUCTION

Field experiments have become an increasingly prominent method in marketing research, driven by the need
to generate insights that reflect real-world consumer behavior. Unlike laboratory experiments, which are conducted
in controlled environments, field experiments take place in natural settings such as retail stores, online platforms, or
service environments (Straub et al., 2024). This allows researchers to observe actual consumer responses to
marketing interventions, thereby enhancing the practical relevance of findings. As firms seek data-driven strategies
to remain competitive, the use of field experiments has expanded significantly in both academic and industry contexts
(Otterbring et al., 2023). One of the primary advantages of field experiments lies in their ability to enhance external
validity—the extent to which findings can be generalized across different contexts, populations, and time periods.
However, this strength also introduces challenges (Nordfilt & Ahlbom, 2024). The lack of control inherent in real-
world settings can compromise internal validity, while context-specific factors may limit generalizability. Moreover,
the complexity of field environments often makes it difficult to isolate causal relationships, raising important
methodological considerations for researchers (Diener et al., 2022). In addition to methodological concerns, ethical
issues have become increasingly salient in field experimentation. Conducting experiments in real-world settings
often involves interacting with consumers who may not be fully aware of their participation in a study (Malodia et
al., 2023). This raises questions about informed consent, privacy, and potential harm. The use of behavioral tracking,
personalized marketing interventions, and algorithmic decision-making further complicates ethical considerations,
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particularly in digital environments (Mize & Manago, 2022). This article aims to provide a comprehensive and
practical guide for conducting field experiments in marketing, with a focus on addressing external validity and ethical
challenges in collaboration with firms. Specifically, it seeks to (1) examine the methodological and ethical challenges
associated with field experiments, (2) analyze the role of firm collaboration in shaping research outcomes, and (3)
propose actionable guidelines to enhance the rigor, relevance, and ethical integrity of field-based marketing research.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Field Experiments in Marketing: Concepts and Applications

Field experiments are defined as empirical studies conducted in natural environments where researchers
manipulate one or more variables to observe causal effects on behavior. In marketing, these experiments are widely
used to test interventions such as pricing strategies, promotional messages, product placement, and digital advertising
(Gao et al., 2023). Compared to laboratory experiments, field experiments offer higher ecological validity, as they
capture consumer behavior in authentic decision-making contexts. The application of field experiments spans various
domains, including retail, e-commerce, and service marketing. For example, firms may test different pricing
strategies across stores or evaluate the effectiveness of targeted advertisements on digital platforms. These
experiments provide valuable insights that are directly applicable to managerial decision-making, bridging the gap
between theory and practice (Goldfarb et al., 2022). Despite their advantages, field experiments also present
challenges. The complexity of real-world settings introduces variability that can obscure causal relationships
(Stremersch et al., 2022). Additionally, logistical constraints, such as coordination with firms and resource
limitations, can affect the design and implementation of experiments. As a result, researchers must carefully balance
realism with methodological rigor (Lopez-Vergara et al., 2021).

External Validity in Field Experiments

External validity refers to the extent to which research findings can be generalized beyond the specific
conditions of a study. In marketing, this is particularly important, as consumer behavior is influenced by a wide range
of contextual factors, including cultural norms, economic conditions, and technological environments (Straub et al.,
2024). Field experiments are often praised for their external validity, but this assumption warrants careful
examination. In addition, several factors can threaten external validity in field experiments. First, context specificity
may limit the applicability of findings to other settings. For example, results obtained from a single retailer or
geographic location may not generalize to different markets. Second, sample bias can arise when participants are not
representative of the broader population. Third, temporal factors, such as seasonality or market trends, can influence
outcomes, reducing their generalizability over time (Otterbring et al., 2023). To address these challenges, researchers
have proposed strategies such as multi-site experiments, replication studies, and longitudinal designs. By testing
interventions across diverse contexts and time periods, researchers can enhance the robustness and generalizability
of their findings. These approaches are essential for ensuring that field experiments contribute to both theory and
practice.

Ethical Challenges in Field Experiments

Ethical considerations are a central concern in field experiments, particularly when studies involve real
consumers who may not be aware of their participation. One of the most significant issues is informed consent
(Nordfilt & Ahlbom, 2024). In many field settings, obtaining explicit consent may not be feasible, especially when
interventions are embedded in routine business operations. This raises questions about the ethical legitimacy of such
experiments (Diener et al., 2022).

Privacy is another critical concern, especially in digital environments where firms collect and analyze large
amounts of consumer data. The use of tracking technologies and personalized interventions can infringe on individual
privacy if not properly managed. Researchers must ensure that data collection and analysis comply with legal and
ethical standards, including data protection regulations. Additionally, the use of deception or manipulation in field
experiments can pose ethical dilemmas (Malodia et al., 2023). While some level of manipulation is necessary for
experimental research, it must be carefully justified and minimized. Researchers must weigh the potential benefits
of the study against the risks to participants, ensuring that no harm is caused. Ethical oversight by institutional review
boards (IRBs) plays a crucial role in maintaining research integrity (Straub et al., 2024).
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Collaboration with Firms in Experimental Research

Collaboration with firms is a defining feature of many field experiments in marketing. Firms provide access
to real-world settings, customer data, and operational resources, enabling researchers to conduct large-scale and
impactful studies (Fels, 2022). In return, firms benefit from actionable insights that inform their strategies and
improve performance. However, such collaborations also present challenges. Issues related to data ownership,
confidentiality, and intellectual property must be carefully managed. Firms may also have specific objectives or
constraints that influence the design and implementation of experiments, potentially affecting research independence.
Aligning academic and business goals requires clear communication and mutual understanding (Favaretto et al.,
2023). Effective collaboration depends on establishing trust and transparency between researchers and firms. Formal
agreements, clear roles and responsibilities, and ethical guidelines are essential for ensuring successful partnerships.
By addressing these challenges, researchers can leverage firm collaboration to enhance the quality and impact of
field experiments (Wagner, 2023).

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative literature review approach to examine the challenges and best practices
associated with field experiments in marketing. The objective is to synthesize existing research and provide a
comprehensive framework for addressing external validity and ethical concerns. A qualitative approach is
appropriate for exploring complex issues that involve methodological, ethical, and organizational dimensions. The
data for this study were collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, and reports related to
experimental research in marketing and related fields. Sources were selected based on their relevance,
methodological rigor, and contribution to the topic. Emphasis was placed on studies that involve real-world
experimentation and collaboration with firms. The analysis was conducted using thematic analysis, which involves
identifying and categorizing key themes within the literature. Themes such as external validity, ethical challenges,
and firm collaboration were systematically examined. This approach allows for a holistic understanding of the issues
and informs the development of practical recommendations.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The findings reveal that external validity remains a significant challenge in field experiments. While these
studies offer realistic insights, their findings are often context-dependent, limiting their generalizability. Many
experiments are conducted within a single firm or market, raising concerns about the applicability of results to
broader contexts (Polidoro Jr. et al., 2022). Additionally, short-term studies may fail to capture long-term effects,
further limiting their relevance. Ethical issues are also prominent in field experimentation as previously investigated
by (Samuel et al., 2023). The lack of informed consent, particularly in naturalistic settings, raises concerns about
participant autonomy. Privacy risks are heightened in digital environments, where data collection is extensive and
often opaque. Jensen el.al also report that these challenges highlight the need for stronger ethical frameworks and
greater transparency in research practices (Jensen et al., 2022).

Radar Chart: Field Experiment Challenges and Practices
Ethical Concerns

Collaboration dhallerg Extemal validity

Best Practices Adoption

Figure 1. Key Challenges and Best Practices in Field Experiments.
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The radar chart as shown in Figure 1 highlights that ethical concerns are the most pronounced issue in field
experiments, scoring the highest, which reflects significant challenges around informed consent, privacy, and
transparency. External validity and collaboration challenges also show relatively high levels, indicating that
researchers struggle with generalizing findings beyond specific contexts and navigating practical barriers such as
organizational resistance and conflicting interests. In contrast, best practices adoption scores comparatively lower,
suggesting that while solutions like multi-site studies and structured ethical protocols exist, they are not yet fully or
consistently implemented (Gray et al., 2022). Overall, the chart illustrates a gap between the severity of challenges
and the current level of mitigation efforts, emphasizing the need for stronger application of best practices to enhance
both the rigor and ethical integrity of field experiments (Straub et al., 2024).

Furthermore. collaboration with firms introduces both opportunities and barriers. While partnerships provide
access to valuable data and resources, they can also create conflicts of interest and implementation constraints (Fels,
2022). Organizational resistance, data access limitations, and misaligned objectives can hinder the effectiveness of
field experiments. Addressing these challenges is essential for successful collaboration. The review also identifies
emerging best practices, including the use of multi-site experiments, transparent ethical protocols, and structured
collaboration agreements. These approaches help mitigate challenges and enhance the rigor and impact of field
research (Favaretto et al., 2023; Wagner, 2023).

Table 1. Key Issues and Trends in Measurement Invariance and Field Experimentation.

Research Area Key Challenges Emerging Best Practices
Measurement » Incomplete application of MG-CFA «  Adoption of partial invariance and alignment
Invariance (often stopping at metric level). optimization.

» Lack of reporting on model * Enhanced transparency in reporting criteria.

specifications and fit indices.
» Sample heterogeneity and cultural
bias in instruments.

Field Experiments  « External Validity: Findings are »  Use of multi-site experiments to increase
often context-dependent or limited generalizability.
to a single firm. » Transparent ethical protocols and structured
» Ethics: Lack of informed consent collaboration agreements.

and privacy risks in digital
environments.

» Barriers: Organizational resistance
and misaligned objectives.

The table as shown in Table 1 highlights that both measurement invariance and field experiments face
substantial methodological and practical challenges but are gradually improving through emerging best practices. In
measurement invariance, key issues include the incomplete application of MG-CFA, insufficient reporting
transparency, and biases arising from heterogeneous samples, all of which threaten the validity and comparability of
results (Adomako & Tran, 2022). Similarly, field experiments struggle with limited external validity, ethical concerns
such as lack of informed consent and privacy risks, and organizational barriers that hinder implementation. Despite
these challenges, the adoption of advanced techniques like partial invariance and alignment optimization, along with
improved reporting standards, is strengthening measurement practices (Golder et al., 2023). In parallel, field
experiments are benefiting from multi-site designs, clearer ethical frameworks, and structured collaborations, which
enhance both generalizability and research integrity. Overall, the table demonstrates a shift toward more rigorous,
transparent, and ethically responsible research approaches across both areas.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that addressing the challenges of field experiments requires an integrated
approach that balances methodological rigor, ethical responsibility, and practical feasibility (Boegershausen et al.,
2022). Researchers must design studies that maintain internal validity while enhancing external validity through
replication and diversification of contexts. This balance is critical for producing reliable and generalizable insights.
Ethical considerations must be central to the design and implementation of field experiments (Iyer et al., 2023).
Building trust with participants and stakeholders requires transparency, respect for privacy, and adherence to ethical
standards. Researchers should adopt proactive measures, such as anonymizing data and minimizing harm, to ensure
ethical compliance. From a managerial perspective, field experiments offer significant value for decision-making
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(Giglio et al., 2025). By providing evidence-based insights, they enable firms to optimize strategies and improve
performance. Strengthening collaboration between academia and industry can further enhance the relevance and
impact of research. To support these efforts, this study proposes practical guidelines, including careful experimental
design, ethical oversight, and clear communication with firm partners. These recommendations provide a roadmap
for conducting responsible and effective field experiments in marketing (Rotolo et al., 2022).

Integrated Approach to Effective Field Experiments

Emphasis Level (1-5)
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Figure 2. Integrated Framework for Effective and Ethical Field Experiments.

The graph as shown in Figure 2 illustrates that methodological rigor and ethical responsibility are the most
emphasized dimensions in conducting effective field experiments, both reaching the highest level of importance.
This indicates that ensuring strong research design and maintaining ethical standards—such as transparency, privacy
protection, and minimizing harm—are seen as foundational requirements. Practical feasibility and managerial value,
while slightly lower, remain highly significant, highlighting the need for research to be implementable in real-world
settings and useful for organizational decision-making. Overall, the chart underscores that successful field
experimentation depends on an integrated balance, where rigorous and ethical research practices are complemented
by practical applicability and meaningful contributions to managerial outcomes.

CONCLUSION

Field experiments represent a powerful tool for advancing marketing research, as they provide direct
insights into real-world consumer behavior within natural settings. Their ability to generate high practical relevance
makes them particularly valuable for both academic inquiry and managerial decision-making. However, the
effectiveness of field experiments is contingent upon addressing critical challenges, especially those related to
external validity and ethical considerations. Without careful design and oversight, findings may lack generalizability
or raise concerns regarding participant rights and data usage. This study emphasizes the need for a comprehensive
approach that integrates methodological rigor, ethical responsibility, and strong collaboration with firms. Ensuring
external validity requires strategies such as multi-site experimentation, replication, and consideration of contextual
differences. At the same time, ethical practices—including transparency, respect for privacy, and minimizing
potential harm—must be embedded throughout the research process. Collaboration with firms further adds
complexity, necessitating clear agreements and alignment of objectives to maintain both scientific integrity and
practical relevance. By implementing these integrated strategies, researchers and practitioners can significantly
enhance the credibility, reliability, and impact of field experiments in marketing. As the field continues to evolve
alongside technological and market developments, sustained attention to both validity and ethics will be essential.
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Ultimately, fostering responsible and rigorous field experimentation will ensure that marketing research remains not
only scientifically robust but also socially accountable and trustworthy.
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